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Abstract 
The establishment of e-government has been as important policy goal within contemporary 
Singapore government. Recognizing the gains to be made by harnessing ICTs to strengthen and 
streamline the business of governance, Singapore has successfully developed its e-government 
sector across three strategic plans focusing on developing a world class e-government experience 
that will delight customers and connect citizens. This paper reviews the development of e-
government in Singapore focusing on the outcomes of e-government strategic plans and 
discussing issues and outcomes associated with developing a fully mature e-government 
position.  
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Singapore government online: a consideration of e-government outcomes 
1. Introduction 
“There is no turning back. Once a novelty, the Internet is now transforming how we live, think, talk 
and love; how we go to school, make money, see the doctor and elect our leaders” (Newsweek, 
October 11, 1999, p. 9). 
 
As the above statement alludes to,  the arrival of information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) as major components of society has an impacted on our lives in ways that may have never 
been imagined by the handful of users who first began to ‘go online’.  The terms being wired or 
online are now part of everyday usage, and once ordinary tasks and activities have, all of a 
sudden, been prefixed with ‘e’. We now read and hear about e-learning, e-shopping, e-business, 
e-government, e-democracy and even e-dating. Via ICTs, we can now do many activities such as 
shopping or banking without needing to correspond directly with another human being (Kuo et 
al. 2002).  In short, “new digital communications technologies offer opportunities for renewing 
democracy, fostering innovation, opportunity and economic development, and providing all 
members of our society with resources and opportunities previously out of their reach” (Tambini, 
2000, 5).  
 
The impact on the wider society of being online has now become an area of increasing research 
and policy consideration. This has often gone hand-in-hand with interest in the impacts of ICTs 
on business and government. Business has now embraced the internet as a new tool for selling, 
ordering, transacting and communicating, and similarly the business of government has been 
reshaped by the broad ICT developments that are now part of everyday life. Regarding the role 
of government, there is now a well established literature dealing with the initiatives being 
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undertaken by countries across the globe to restructure political and administrative institutions by 
adopting new technologies (see for example Haque 2002, Yong 2003, Van Der Meer and Van 
Winden 2003, United Nations 2005). Among researchers looking at the development of e-
government it is widely acknowledged that successful e-government is not simply 
technologizing the business of government. Rather ‘it is about government harnessing IT to 
redefine its social technologies in order to remain relevant in a more participative, more 
interactive and more informational era (Allen et al. 2001, 94). Moreover, as noted by advocates 
of e-government, developing a successful e-government sector is associated with a range of 
beneficial outcomes including the potential to foster strong and robust political debate, enhanced 
civil society and strengthened relations between citizens and those who govern (Martin and 
Byrne 2003).  
 
As e-government applications have grown, so too has interest in understanding the potential 
social outcomes that result from an enhanced e-government (Abbott 2001, Silcock 2001, Bains, 
2002, Van Der Meer and Van Winden 2003, Jho 2005). While a government’s rationale for 
developing a strong online presence may relate to increasing efficiency and becoming more 
accountable to citizens, simply providing an online presence is only one consideration. As with 
all developments in ICT, manifestations regarding wide scale accessibility, infrastructure 
provision and usable content are important for understanding applications of e-government. 
Accessibility issues relate not only to the degree to which the required hardware is available 
across society, but also the extent to which potential users have the capability to access and 
understand online content and services. This relates to the widely discussed digital divide and 
has serious implications if only certain groups in society are able to access online services and 
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information (Silcock 2001).  Closely associated with issues of accessibility are issues to do with 
the provision of electronic infrastructure. The provision of a basic level of telecommunications 
infrastructure may well hinder the widespread adoption of e-government services, whereas 
widespread provision of high-speed data broadband services provides users with much greater 
potential (Graham 1998, Healey and Baker Consultants 2001). Finally, the success of e-
government will depend significantly on the extent to which online content is usable, relevant 
and up-to-date. Potential users will be turned away if online content does not meet their needs 
and if information is constantly out of date (REFERENCE).  
 
It is within the context of understanding the wider social issues surrounding e-government that 
this paper is set. It makes a contribution to the growing literature dealing with the development 
of e-government and its broad social implications by considering the development of e-
government in the Republic of Singapore focusing on the initiation of policy frameworks which 
have aided the development of a significant e-government presence and the social implications 
and issues surrounding this development.  In what follows the paper first discusses briefly the 
development of e-government in a broad sense and then more specifically in the Singapore case. 
Following this the paper considers some of the manifestations and issues surround a broader e-
government presence in Singapore, before turning to some concluding comments.  
 
2. Singapore online 
The development of the e-government in Singapore is part of the global shift to greater e-
government. Like all segments of social life, the arrival of increasingly powerful Information and 
Communications Technologies has impacted on the way we do business with government. 
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Where citizens once had to queue for information or to pay a fine or other payments, they can 
now attend to those tasks much more efficiently by accessing online services. Likewise, where 
the  submission of development plans or business license applications once may have been a 
time consuming task crossing over several government departments, access to online or virtual 
planning offices and business centered portals has helped to streamline these processes. Finally, 
where once participation in the daily affairs of government was feasible only for those who had 
organizational support, the use of ICTs to open up channels of communication via electronic 
notice boards and websites has meant that potentially many more citizens can become active in 
government matters.  
 
Clearly these examples could go on. The important point is that the scenarios presented above 
are illustrative of the change in the way business is being conducted at all levels of government 
across many societies. E-government is then, like other advancements involving the use of ICTs, 
seen as somewhat of a revolution, with many researchers considering e-government as part of a 
new vision of government for the 21st century (Prado 2000; Kearns et al. 2001; Jones and Crowe 
2001; OECD 2001; Macintosh et al. 2002; Lenk and Traunmuller 2002; Yong and Koon 2003). 
The definitions of e-government differ but read something along the lines of “the use of 
technology by governments to enhance the access to and delivery of government services to 
benefit citizens, business partners and employees” (Van der Meer and Van Winden 2003: 411), 
and tend to include those activities such as the type referred to above. However, others take the 
idea of e-government further arguing that it is not simply technologizing government. Rather e-
government calls for ‘new organizational skills, new forms of leadership and perhaps even a 
redifinement of purpose’. The rise of successful e-government structures therefore refers to ‘new 
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patterns of decision making, power sharing and co-ordination made possible or even necessary 
by the advent of IT’ (Allen et al. 2001 , 98).   
 
At a global scale, Singapore is among the leaders in adoption of information and 
communications technologies and ICTs have now become an important part of all facets of daily 
life. In terms of e-government, Singapore is rated as one of the world’s top 5 e-government 
savvy societies in terms of the percentage of government online users (Taylor, Nelson and Sofres 
2002, United Nations 2005, Dutta et al. 2006) and a recent survey of 22 countries placed 
Singapore second to the United States in terms of the availability of government services online 
(Straits Times 2004). Reflecting this position the authors of the report ‘Government Online: An 
International Perspective” argue that  
Singapore stands out as an Asia Pacific country where citizens have strongly embraced 
Government Online. The policy of the Singapore Government to transform Singapore 
into an intelligent island has involved initiatives including educating Singaporeans in 
Internet skills…, nationwide broadband network that delivers interactive multimedia 
applications and services… and a dedicated portal that allows accessibility to a range of 
e-Government services (Taylor Nelson Sofres 2002: 14). 
 
The development of e-government in Singapore is part of a much larger policy program which 
aims to see the city-state develop as an intelligent island and as a ‘vibrant and dynamic global 
Infocomm Capital with a thriving and prosperous e-Economy and a pervasive and infocomm-
savvy e-Society’ (Tan and Yong, 2003: 213). To move towards this goal, Singaporean policy 
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makers have over the period of the past six years developed three separate strategic plans with 
the aim of improving Infocomm accessibility to all, bridging the digital divide and encouraging 
the adoption of an e-lifestyle. The development of a strong e-government sector is encapsulated 
within these broad goals with the first and second strategic plans (eGAPI and eGAPII) 
developing the foundations of the current e-government structure and the third strategic plan 
(iGOV2010) focusing on improving on current e-government practices and developing an 
integrated government that delights customers and connects citizens through the use of 
infocomm technology. 
 
Singapore’s early e-government development was founded on five key areas: 
• Pushing the envelope of electronic service delivery; 
• Innovating with technology to build new capabilities and capacity; 
• Leveraging the private sector; 
• Developing thorough leadership on e-Government; 
• Communicating the value of e-Government and promoting the use of its services; 
and is centered on the three critical relationships of Government to Citizens, Government to 
Business and Government to Employee. These relationships were at the heart of the e-
Government action plan that was launched in 2000. Referred to as Dot-coming the public sector 
the actions plan’s key goals were: 
 Reinventing government through continuous rethinking of all aspects of government 
to explore the nature and quality of government interactions with its citizens, 
businesses and employees. 
 Delivering integrated electronic services centred on customers’ needs. 
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 Being proactive and responsive by adopting a ‘sense and respond’ approach. 
 Using ICT to build new capabilities and capacities for achieving quantum leaps in 
service delivery. 
 Innovating with ICT by embracing enterprise and experimentation. 
 
With the completion of this e-Government Action Plan I, the government launched its second 
plan in 2003 (eGovII) with the objective of moving ahead from the gains already established and 
taking e-government sector to the next level by achieving three outcomes: Delighted Customers, 
Connected Citizens and Networked Government. Beyond these three targets, the action plan also 
strives for a strong Infocomm sector. The net result of these aims will be increased awareness, 
convenient access, active citizenry and effective government machinery. The current plan 
(iGOV2010) is the most crucial in moving towards a fully integrated model of e-government. As 
with previous strategic plans the iGOV2010 plan aims to fulfill several goals including: 
increasing the reach and richness of e-services (improving the quality of e-services); increase the 
citizen’s mindshare in e-engagement (improve online information and encourage greater 
participation); enhancing capacity and synergy in government (improve the internal running of 
the bureaucracy); and enhancing national competitive advantage (transform industry sectors and 
foster a pro-business environment) (iGOV2010 Project Steering Committee 2006). Among other 
things the iGOV2010 aims to move towards full e-government maturity whereby agencies act as 
seamless entities, whereby information is shared and where citizens are increasingly active in the 
business of government. 
 
2.1 e-Government for Citizens 
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An underlying focus of Singapore’s e-government framework is the acknowledgment of the 
interactions that exist between the government and citizens and the potential for these to be 
improved and streamlined under a well developed e-government. In short the government 
recognizes the need to make the business of government more citizen-centric. It is ironic that 
politicians who are elected and bureaucrats who are paid to "serve" the people often end up as 
civil masters instead of being civil servants. They place their own administrative convenience 
above citizens' needs. But the concept of citizens as paying customers, much as in the business 
world, is trying to balance this relationship in favor of the ordinary citizen. 
 
In its attempt to cater to the wide-ranging needs of the citizen, the Singapore Government has 
taken the approach of delineating key domains of the ordinary citizens' life and building 
information and service clusters for them. The eCitizen portal provides one-stop online 
information and services that are intuitively grouped along those domains. The eCitizen Centre is 
currently home to more than 1,700 services of the 2,600 services that can be delivered 
electronically. Moreover, the further development of mobile technology has meant that e-
government services can now be accessed using handheld devices, thereby significantly 
increasing accessibility. The services available cross several areas including arts and heritage, 
education, family, health, employment and safety and security. Citizens can pay fines, apply for 
licenses, pay taxes, obtain information relating to community facilities and download 
government publications through the online portal. Using mobile technology, citizens can check 
traffic conditions, pay traffic related payments such as fines, receive notification of statistical 
releases and receive information on health and well-being. In addition, the e-citizen portal 
provides assistance to use online services through links to citizen connect centers and e-citizen 
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helper outlets. Users are also encouraged to personalize their e-citizen experience by configuring 
their personal e-citizen homepage with alerts regarding payments and renewals. 
 
In its effort to engage its citizens and enable them to interact actively, the Singapore government 
has opened up the Internet as one of the channels available for public feedback. The e-
Government Action Plan II itself is the result of a consultative process involving both members 
of the public as well as business community. The Feedback Unit, the traditional channel for the 
general public, now offers an online portal for the citizens to give their views on national 
policies. Within the government consultation portal citizens can comment on discussion papers 
posted by government departments, take part in e-polls, join in discussion forums and can take 
part in feed back groups. The initiation of m-gov (mobile government) as part of iGOV2010 has 
also meant that now citizens can make use of mobile technology and send SMS (short message 
service) containing feedback to dedicated feedback numbers. Two other initiatives with a 
specific focus that are increasingly used by the general public are the portals for “Cut Red Tape” 
and “Cut Waste Panel”. The Singapore government introduced these two initiatives as part of its 
effort to gather public feedback on cost-cutting measures and improving competitiveness. The 
Cut Red Tape program aims to streamline bureaucratic regulations in three areas: Life as a 
citizen, Working as a public officer and Doing business.  Similarly, the Cut Waste Panel has 
been formed to improve on the government’s delivery of public services in its drive to ease fiscal 
pressures. 
 
2.2 e-Government for Businesses 
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The focus of government-to-business (G2B) is to take electronic interactions between the 
Government and Business to a high level of efficiency, convenience and cost effectiveness. Like 
G2C, G2B is represented by a dedicated online portal; Enterprise one. The Enterprise-one portal 
has taken an important step towards a customer-centric approach to providing e-services. Local 
and international businesses can now access and utilise a full suite of aggregated and integrated 
G2B information and services through an intuitive interface. For easy navigation, the e-services 
are presented in terms of a business life cycle commencing from business planning, market 
research, intellectual property management, right through to exit strategies. A 10-step guide 
walks a budding entrepreneur through the necessary steps and issues to grow a successful 
enterprise. Guides on assistance schemes and programs are also readily at hand to encourage 
entrepreneurs to jumpstart their e-commerce business as well as to modernize, upgrade and 
expand their old business. 
 
A key to the G2B approach is the establishment of an online procurement facility. Online 
procurement enables enterprises to lower operational costs and gain wide access to a global 
supplier base. The public service intends to be a flag bearer for e-procurement to catalyze the 
penetration of e-commerce in the private sector. An integrated end-to-end government e-
procurement system was launched in December 2000. The Government Electronic Business 
Centre (GeBiz) provides local and international suppliers easy access to procurement 
opportunities in the Singapore public sector, allowing them to trade with the Government 
electronically. GeBiz also enables public officers to perform a full spectrum of procurement 
activities online. GeBiz now serves to bring buyers, suppliers, tenderers and bidders into a 
common, secured, round-the clock forum for procurement and tender activities. It also provides 
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better information management of statistics and purchasing patterns as well as fund management 
through seamless interfacing with financial systems.  
 
In the dynamic business climate of a digital economy, the easiest part of starting a business 
should be to register it with the Government. New local companies can now be incorporated 
electronically with the Registry of Companies and Businesses (RCB). Companies and businesses 
can also make statutory disclosure requirements online. BizFile enables filing to be done 
electronically, without the need to come in person to the Registry of Companies and Businesses. 
The public will also be able to obtain up-to-date and accurate information pertaining to 
companies and businesses round the clock.In addition to registering their businesses, 
entrepreneurs can apply for licenses/permits and other approvals required through OASIS 
(Online Application System for Integrated Services). This seamless online system will allow 
applications to be completed all at one go, anywhere with an Internet connection. No longer will 
there be a need to perform repeated filing of applications or make multiple physical visits to be 
able to start a business. 
 
2.3 e-Government for Employees 
Civil Servants are vital to the success of policy implementation and service execution in the e-
Government. The focus of government to employees (G2E) is to empower public officers using 
ICT with new skills, to enrich their careers and to keep them relevant in the e-economy. 
 
e-Government needs to be a service-wide initiative, appreciated and embraced by all public 
officers. The Infocomm Education Programme (IEP) aims to equip all officers with the necessary 
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skills to see the possibilities and capitalize on the opportunities for the creation of an e-
Government. IEP also aims to ensure that all officers are fully equipped to work expertly within 
an e-Government. In addition, the Distinguished CIO Speaker Series targeted at public sector 
Chief Information Officers was launched in February 2001 to facilitate experience sharing 
between agencies. Leaders and senior officers in the public service are also benefiting from the 
Infocomm modules and case studies that have been introduced into their milestone courses. 
These initiatives contribute to the core set of ICT curriculum currently being developed for all 
public sector levels - leaders, senior and middle management and executives. 
 
Knowledge Management as a management tool presents a powerful opportunity to improve the 
way an entity uses its intellectual resources. Developing and applying its concepts to achieve a 
quantum improvement in how formal and tacit knowledge is managed requires a radical 
rethinking of an organization’s internal processes. To encourage and nurture good KM ideas in 
Singapore's public service, a Knowledge Management Experimentation Programme (KM-EP) 
was launched in July 2001 to blaze the trail for a knowledge-based workplace in the public 
service. Forums such as the Knowledge Management Interest Group have also taken form to 
flatten the learning curve through effective sharing of best practices and experiences across 
agencies. 
 
Good decision-making hinges on having the right information at the right place at the right time. 
Because of the increasing mobility of public officers, it has become critical to enable their access 
to government resources anytime, anywhere, using any medium. The Government Access 
Infrastructure (GATE) provides a secure access to the Government network via a wide range of 
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channels such as a dedicated dial-up, ADSL, cable modem and other subscription services 
provided by Internet Service Providers (ISPs). To take advantage of this information 
interactivity, the Broadband Infrastructure for Government (BIG) gives public sector agencies 
flexibility in the choice of broadband and roaming medium by leveraging on public 
telecommunication networks for access to government resources. Complementing the BIG 
program, the Service-Wide Technical Architecture (SWTA) is the key initiative to create 
common infrastructures and architectures. It is based on standards and principles that will drive 
reduced integration complexity and improve interoperability across public agencies.  
 
At the core of the Government IT infrastructure is a suite of productivity tools such as the 
Public Sector Smart Card, Government Email System and the Government Intranet. This 
infrastructure facilitates communication within the public service as well as with the public by 
linking up public sector agencies into a ‘Connected Government.’ For example, the Government 
Email System, which has a base of more than 30,000 users, is now handling 12 million emails 
per month within the Government and five million email exchanges between the Government 
and the public annually. 
 
Portal technology has made it possible for employers to move beyond email and even Intranet, as 
a means of interacting with their employees. In the future, a G2E Portal will succeed the 
Government Intranet as the venue to share a range of government resources and provide 
convenient access to relevant services within the public service. Public officers will be 
empowered to personalize their workspace to better manage information and collaborate more 
effectively across agencies. 
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A People Matter Management System (PM2S) will facilitate service-wide implementation of 
central human resource (HR) policies quickly and effectively. On an organizational scale, PM2S 
will also be able to support the specific HR management needs of individual ministries and 
statutory boards. The system aims to achieve economies of scale, provide significant 
improvement to service-wide operational efficiency as well as enable ministries to manage their 
resources with greater productivity. 
 
3. E-Government in Singapore: outcomes and impacts  
One of the most important contributions e-government can make to society is in terms of 
strengthening the relationships between political institutions, bureaucracies and citizens through 
the development of public accountability and participation (Norris 2001). This is to a large extent 
the end goal of the e-government process and is a significant driver in the legitimization of a 
greater e-government presence. Within Singapore the current e-government practices are widely 
believed to be moving successfully towards this end goal as the government develops a best 
practice online public service to citizens and businesses. The success of e-government strategies 
in reaching this end goal depend on a number of factors. Key issues include the extent to which 
there are there is accessible and reliable infrastructure, the extent to which information and 
feedback channels are relevant and user friendly and the extent to which citizens trust the process 
of e-government. Silcock (2001, 101) identifies some of these issues when she asserts that  
the extent to which e-government will make a difference and add value, … will depend 
on three factors: strong leadership, to ensure that the public sector workforce is ready to 
meet the challenges ahead; management of the digital divide, to ensure that already 
excluded groups do not become further disadvantaged; and well managed innovation. 
Similarly, Kovacic (2005, 144-145 ) quoting the research organization bridges.org, notes 
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It is increasingly clear that for a country to put ICT to effective use, it must be "e-ready" 
in terms of infrastructure, the accessibility of ICT to the population at large, and the 
effect of the legal and regulatory framework on ICT use. If the digital divide is going to 
be narrowed, all of these issues must be addressed in a coherent, achievable strategy that 
is tailored to meet the local needs of particular countries.  
We consider these issues in this section, before considering in more detail the potential for 
greater citizen participation.  
 
3.1: Singapore addressing the accessibility paradigm 
A move to a mature fully integrated e-government requires more than simply an online 
presence. Importantly it requires committed infrastructure, quality on line content and a high 
level of citizen integration into the e-government processes. This is the new paradigm of 
accessibility and inclusion that has now become an important part of the e-government mantle 
and significantly forms part of several benchmarking indices of e-government readiness(United 
Nations 2005).  From this perspective it is useful to consider the extent to which the Singaporean 
citizenry is online and ready to embrace the government in an online environment.   While one of 
the potential barriers to greater information sharing and citizen involvement is a lack of online 
capability, the situation in Singapore does not reflect this. Within its goals of creating an 
intelligent nation the Singapore government’s infocomm strategy has continually invested in 
crucial infrastructure through a range of related programs. Key foci have been the widespread 
computerization of civil service, programs that have established electronic data interchanges and 
the establishment of Singapore ONE, the world’s first nationwide broadband infrastructure 
(iN2015 Infocomm Infrastructure, Services and Technology Development Sub-Committee 
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2006). This constant infrastructure investment has paid off with Singapore being ranked highly 
in the World Economic Forum’s Global Information Technology Report (Dutta et al. 2006), 
which considers the extent to which a country’s readiness and usage of infocomm in business, 
government and society.   In addition, the government has also invested in hardware provision, 
supplying low income households with computers and establishing facilities at community 
centres.  
 
Given this significant level of infrastructure provision it is no doubt that the citizens of 
Singapore are among the most wired and online citizens of any country. Evidence of this is well 
documented with international researchers such as Taylor Nelson Sofres (2002) reporting that 65 
percent of Singapore’s population was accessing the Internet, second only to the residents of 
New Zealand where 71percent were accessing the Internet.  This high level of access is mirrored 
by Singapore Government statistics which identify a significant uptake of Internet usage and 
online services and activities. The government’s annual infocomm usage survey indicates that 
the level of internet penetration has increased from just 9 per cent in 1996 to 66 per cent in 2005, 
while the numbers of households with a computer has risen from 36 per cent to 74 per cent over 
the same time period (IDA 2006).  
  
Another crucial benchmark with which e-government success and potential can be 
gauged is the extent to which information and services are available and useful and considered 
worthwhile. While existing research suggests that the potential demand for services is likely to 
be high and increasing (Silcock, 2001; Taylor Nelson and Sofres 2002), governments can not 
make the mistake of assuming that everyone will want to use what they have to offer in an online 
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environment. The problems here revolve around citizens not knowing about the possibilities 
available or simply having a preference for traditional ways of dealing with the bureaucracy. 
Unless web portals and online information kiosks are designed with the end user in mind, the 
potential for e-government to make a difference will be significantly limited. Likewise, in 
situations where users find that the information obtained through online access is not accurate or 
is constantly out of date, they will be less inclined to return to use the service.  
 
Within Singapore, the annual e-government perception survey provides an indication of 
the extent to which e-government services are being utilized and the extent to which there is 
satisfaction with the services being offered. At the time of the 2005 survey, 86 percent of those 
surveyed had used electronic means to transact with the government at least once in the 
proceeding 12 months with only a small proportion using traditional means (personally at a 
counter, by fax or traditional mail services). The types of services utilized included filing tax 
returns with the Inland Revenue Authority of Singapore, requesting Central Provident Fund 
(CPF) statements, applying for a singpass, paying a parking fine or to top up or encash economic 
restructuring shares3. Of those who did utilize the services provided electronically, a significant 
proportion (85 per cent) were either satisfied, very satisfied or extremely satisfied with the 
overall quality of electronic services. Of those who did not use electronic means to access 
government services the main reasons given were not needing to use government e-services, not 
being familiar with e-services, not knowing how to access the internet, preferring personal 
contact and not having access to a computer (REF).   
 
                                                 
3
 The Central Provident fund (CPF) is a comprehensive social security savings plan for Singaporean citizens 
Singpass is a  common password to transact with different Government online services 
Electronic Restructuring Shares 
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Another issue relates to the extent to which citizens consider online security important. 
This can take many forms, but is perhaps most crucial when we consider the link between 
increasing use by government of databases linked to the Internet and the potential for increasing 
sensitivity by citizens about the collection of personal information. This raises potential issues 
for developing a mature e-government as the ‘gaps between technical standards, which idealize 
efficiency, and social standards, which weigh e-privacy as supreme [potentially] breed conflict’ 
(Jho 2005). Research undertaken by Taylor, Nelson and Sofres (2002) points out that although 
there has been a decline in the level of concern regarding security and privacy in government 
based online environments, levels of security are still only modest and pose a challenge to ICT 
providers and governments in raising the confidence of online security. Within Singapore there is 
little evidence that online security is considered a significant impediment to utilizing online 
services. Within the e-government perception survey online security was not a significant reason 
for citizens not to use online services, and in a survey of infocomm users only 2 percent 
suggested that privacy or security was a concern with accessing the internet (REF).  
 
The willingness or ability to access government online services is also tied to the extent 
to which marginal groups can access information technology. The digital divide is a much used 
term, but its existence is real and has the potential to limit the effectiveness of e-government 
plans. Put simply, the information poor are unlikely to be able to successfully access government 
services online even if they wanted to. Ironically, those citizens most likely to benefit from 
access to government information and services may not be able to. Across the world, novel 
programs have bee developed to try to over come this growing digital divide, however, its 
existence will remain a barrier to developing the full potential of the e-government sector. 
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Within Singapore, programs have included [WHAT PROGRAMS HAVE BEEN 
ESTABLISHED TO REDUCE THE POTENTIAL DIGITAL DIVIDE] 
 
Despite the programs to aid all Singaporeans to get online, there will remain some 
potential users who will be unable or unwilling to access online resources, thereby potentially 
limiting the reach of policy. A report on Singapore internet use illustrates that non-users 
resemble, across several socio-economic characteristics, the profiles of the information poor in 
other societies and nations (Kuo et al. 2002).   Like elsewhere, young people are likely to be 
more net savvy than their parents or older generations leading to a divide between parents and 
the next generation. In this respect the 2006 e-Government perception survey suggested that the 
typical profile of e-government users was young (20 to 39 years) and typically white-collar 
workers (REFS). Additionally, despite the government’s policies to aid low income families, 
higher income families will always be able to afford more up-to-date and faster access to online 
environments and therefore lower income families may always be playing catch-up with their 
higher income counterparts, a point illustrated by data which suggests that for some the cost of 
accessing the internet is a significant impediment (IDA 2006a). This of-course may result is 
significant differences in the ability to access information and to take advantage of accessing 
services online.  
 
Still within the issue of the digital divide, there is an issue associated with what might be called 
the language divide, whereby local language and cultural constants may adversely impact on 
online usage (Vassilakis, 2004, Metaxiotis and Psarras, 2004, Maenpaa 2004, Kovacic 2005). 
Within its e-government framework the Singaporean government has made a decision to make 
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English the official e-government language. This is in sharp contrast to policy which in the 
analog world makes allowances for four official languages—the Mother-Tongue languages, as 
spoken by the three major ethnic groups, namely the Chinese language, the Malay language and 
the Tamil language, together with the English language and despite the fact that fact that for a 
significant number of Singaporeans English is not their first language and for many older 
members of the population English language proficiency is poor. Census figures indicate that 
40.7 percent of citizens speak one language only (around 1.0 million) and of these 57.2 percent 
speak Chinese, 6.2 percent speak Malay only and 1.5 per cent speak Tamil only. For those aged 
over 65 years, 51 percent only speak one language, with 70.4 percent only speaking Chinese, 9.1 
percent speaking Malay only and 4 percent speaking Tamil only.  
 
Clearly then there still remains some potential digital divide. A significant question 
relates to what this mean in terms of reaching a fully mature e-government? Regardless of what 
programs are put in place there will always remain some residual accessibility issues. Some of 
this will be in terms of resistance by some citizens to transact online even when other issues of 
infrastructure and content have been successfully dealt with as is the case in Singapore. This 
potentially is only a serious social issue in case where online transacting is virtually the only 
option available. The more serious problem for Singapore’s e-government strategy relates to the 
issue of the language divide. Although some relate the issue of a language divide to developing 
countries (Barnard et al. 2004), it is likely that Singapore will also face potential constraints 
introduced by the language barrier. Given that a large proportion of citizens aged 65 years and 
above speaks (and presumably reads) a language other than English means that despite programs 
 22 
to encourage all Singaporeans to get online, the true potential of online services will be lost in 
terms of these people. This will also hamper potential citizen involvement as we discuss below. 
 
3.2 Singapore online, enhancing citizen involvement 
If e-government has the potential to further develop transactions between areas of society 
and government, then its potential to result in greater levels of public participation in decision 
making and the strengthening of civil society is also significant. This is often seen as one of the 
end goals of the e-government process. Involving citizens in policy making is at the core of 
discussions over modernizing government and building a stronger civil society. This interest in 
citizen involvement is not a passing fad, but stems from shifts toward more horizontal models of 
governance and toward a more organized, diverse and empowered civil society and advances in 
ICTs and e-democracy approaches have created new potential for citizens to be involved 
(Phillips and Orsini 2002). 
 
E-government holds great promise for enhancing citizen involvement in the political 
process. ICT tools give interested people the ability to learn about issues, form an opinion, 
communicate with other likeminded individuals to strengthen the message, and ultimately 
communicate with elected officials – either individually, or as part of a coordinated effort.  If 
civil society is considered to be a place were “citizens are active, responsible, engaged members 
of groups and communities that, while having different values and conflicting interests, are 
devoted to arbitrating those differences by exploring common ground, doing public work and 
pursuing common relations”, then e-government as a tool allowing greater participation has the 
potential to greatly improve the gains made by civil society organizations (Barber 1998: 37).  
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Examples of these possibilities abound. Van der Meer and Van Winden (2003) stress that by 
developing virtual communities, e-government can help in building opinion and enhancing 
discussion and express the interests and policy concerns of citizens. In short, e-government can 
help to build bridges between citizens and city managers. As we have pointed out, in many ways 
this is one of the end goals of a fully mature e-government. 
 
Considering the issue of greater participation in the business of government and 
developing stronger civil society, Singapore’s e-government framework does, at least at face 
value, have   potential. The development of a stronger civil society sector and greater public 
participation in policy making and development is an increasingly important social policy 
orientation within Singapore and has seen an increase in grassroots movements across a number 
of issues. The government recognizes that the Internet can be used to empower 
individuals to take on a different role. In traditional media, the audiences are passive 
receptors that consume information fed to them. With online media, individuals can 
choose to become active participants and engage in two-way communication with like-
minded individuals on line. They can voice their thoughts and express their views on 
issues of interest to them. This represents an excellent opportunity for the Government to 
engage citizens in the policy-making process (iGOV2010 Project Steering Committee 
2006, 14).  
It is within this context that mechanisms for online feedback and debate have been developed.  
 
The development of e-government in Singapore and in particular the development of an 
online feed back instrument provides a useful vehicle for both individuals and grassroots 
 24 
organizations to engage government and policy makers on a number of issues.  At a broad 
nation-wide level Singapore performs well in terms of indicators of online participation. There 
has been a steady increase in the level of feedback received by the Feedback unit via the e-
citizen portal (REF). At an international level, United Nations data (United Nations 2005) places 
Singapore second after the United Kingdom in its rankings of e-participation. Moreover, the 
success of the Singapore system in fostering e-participation has seen them rapidly move up the 
rankings from 13th place in 2003 to 4th in 2004. Considering the United Nation’s e-participation 
index in detail, Singapore places first in providing e-information, equal first in e-consultation and 
second in e-decision making. As a consequence the United Nation’s report notes that 
All of Singapore’s websites provide most relevant and high quality information about its 
policies, programs and ‘how to’ manuals. Information is complemented by frequent and 
relevant online events on specific topics to further knowledge to the citizen (United 
Nations 2005, 99). 
 
While at this broad level the outcomes appear promising, there may be concern that 
remaining digital divide issues may limit widespread use of online forums. As noted above, 
while there will always be some residual non-usage of online services, a significant hurdle for 
Singapore will be the language divide. This will be a problem for general access, as has already 
been mentioned, and it will be a problem for online participation.  As the online feedback portal 
is only conducted in English, the language divide will remain a significant problem and in 
general it can be expected that those who have already been active in providing feedback through 
other media will tend to be the users of online opportunities as well. [DO WE HAVE ANY 
INFORMATION ON THE PROFILE OF THOSE USING FEEDBACK?? OR THE 
ISSUES DEALT WITH]   
 
 25 
 
4. Concluding Comments 
This paper has discussed the advent of information and communication technologies and in 
particular the emergence of e-government as a new form of government to citizen relationships.  
Specifically, the paper has focused on the development of an online presence by the Singaporean 
government and the strategies and outcomes associated with this increased use of online 
facilities. As an example of world best practice the Singapore model is held by many to be 
exemplary. Many of the issues associated with successfully moving to full e-government 
maturity have been dealt with and the three strategic plans that have been the driving force 
behind e-government development have proven to successfully reach many of their goals. The 
development of a functional e-citizen portal, e-business portal and a significant online 
component within the civil service has gone a significant way towards building a system that is 
world class and one which delights customers and connects citizens.  
 
Despite this the Singapore model is still evolving. The third e-government strategy iGOV2010 
recognizes that full e-government maturity is still a future goal to be achieved. Although the 
performance to-date has been impressive and many issues associated with access, content and 
trust have been dealt with, there still remain some impediments including the existence of a 
digital divide characterized by age and language.  Within this context, it is clear that there will 
always remain some residual non-utilization. However the significant constraint faced by 
Singapore is the digital divide associated with a citizenry which has a high proportion of mono-
lingual non-English speaker. While such language divide remains, the potential for a fully 
mature e-government may be limited.  
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